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Recall Referendum Overwhelmingly Favors Bolivian
President Evo Morales
by LADB Staff
Category/Department:  Bolivia
Published:  2008-08-15
A recall referendum on Aug. 10 asked Bolivians whether they wanted to remove President
Evo Morales and eight departmental prefects, or governors, from office. Voters chose to retain
Morales along with six prefects but rejected two other prefects, both of them opponents of the
administration.
Morales claimed that he had won a "historic" victory when unofficial results showed him handily
winning the referendum on whether he should remain in office. But many analysts predicted that
the result of the recall of prefects, which mostly went in favor of opponents of Morales and his
Movimiento al Socialismo (MAS), would deepen Bolivian political divisions.
Large majority approves 'process of change'
Unofficial results released shortly after voting ended gave Morales a convincing win, and he
promised to continue his reforms, including the nationalization of key industries. Four of six
opposition governors, who have led protests against the president and are demanding more
autonomy, also won the right to stay in office.
Both sides were quick to interpret the result as a validation of their positions. "What the Bolivian
people have expressed with their votes today is the consolidation of change," Morales told
thousands of cheering supporters in La Paz on Aug. 10. "We're here to move forward with the
recovery of our natural resources, the consolidation of nationalization, and the state takeover of
companies," he told the crowd from the balcony of the presidential palace.
During his presidency Morales has "nationalized" the country's natural-gas fields meaning that the
state has increased its share of the earnings and now keeps 85% of the profits and main telephone
company, but the opposition has stymied his attempts to seize fallow eastern lands and give them
to impoverished Indians. Morales told reporters on Aug. 11 that the presidents of Venezuela, Chile,
Argentina, and Ecuador had called to congratulate him, and he reiterated his pledge to dedicate
himself to eradicating extreme poverty, which afflicts about one in three Bolivians.
Later that day, Morales read aloud a one-sentence congratulatory note from Cuba's former
President Fidel Castro (1959-2008) praising his "colossal victory," during a joint Bolivia-Venezuela
television hookup with Venezuelan President Hugo Chavez. "Evo should be declared president of
all the Indians of this continent," Chavez said on the program. Morales congratulated the opposition
governors who were reconfirmed in their posts and urged them "to work together" with him.
Early on, unofficial exit polls said Morales had won more than 60% of the vote. By Aug. 12, the Corte
Nacional Electoral (CNE) said that 85.74% of the vote had been counted and that those partial results
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gave Morales and Vice President Alvaro Garcia Linera 67.30% of the valid vote, while 32.70% voted
against their continuity. As the tabulation progressed, Morales' lead widened, showing that polling
firms had underestimated the strength of Morales' win, just as they did when he first won office in
2006 (see NotiSur, 2006-01-06).
The question on the ballot read, "Are you in agreement with the continuity of the process of change
led by President Evo Morales Ayma and Vice President Alvaro Garcia Linera?" The CNE reported
that 3,003,436 votes were cast and, of those, 2,793,817 (93.02%) were valid votes. Another 105,162
votes (3.5%) were blank and 104,457 votes (3.48%) were nullified. The CNE said 4,047,706 Bolivians
were registered to vote; thus, 83.76% of qualified voters participated in the ballot. Organizations like
the Organization of American States (OAS) and the Southern Cone Common Market (MERCOSUR)
had observers monitoring the vote.
Voters support four of six opposition governors
In all, eight governors were subject to recall votes, and five of them were victorious, according to
early projections, with a sixth apparently headed for victory. The ballot question for the prefects
read, "Are you in agreement with the continuity of the policies, the actions, and the administration
of the Departmental Prefect?" In La Paz, almost 64% of voters said "No," and in Cochabamba almost
65% rejected the prefect. Given those results, Jose Luis Paredes of La Paz and Manfred Reyes Villa of
Cochabamba should step down and be replaced by interim prefects whom Morales would appoint.
New elections would be called to choose their replacements.
But Reyes Villa refused to recognize the result and vowed to resist any attempt to make him stand
down. "My lawyers have told me this is unconstitutional," he said. "Legally, I continue to be the
governor of Cochabamba." Paredes, by contrast, made statements that he was ready to accept the
result. In Oruro a narrow majority of just less than 51% said "Yes," to prefect Alberto Aguilar, a
Morales ally. Early projections had shown him losing, but in subsequent counts from the CNE he
appeared to be hanging on to his seat. The Oruro referendum was the only close race in the eight
departments.
In every other prefect-recall vote, the majority, whether it was yea or nay, held a lead of more
than 10 percentage points. Potosi had the largest percentage gap, with Morales ally Gov. Mario
Virreira winning 79% approval among some 233,000 voters. By not including Chuquisaca, the recall
referendum on the prefects did not cover all nine of Bolivia's departments.
Gov. Savina Cuellar of the opposition Alianza Comite Interinstitucional-Movimiento Popular
Ciudadano (ACI-MPC) had just been elected governor of Chuquisaca on June 30 (see NotiSur,
2008-07-04) and was exempt from recall. A former member of MAS, a Quechua woman, and the
country's first woman governor, Cuellar rode to power partially on the public anger regarding the
handling of whether the historic national capital of Sucre should once again become the seat of the
federal government. There was also public outrage in Chuquisaca after violent protests regarding
the "capitality" issue resulted in several deaths and injuries (see NotiSur, 2007-12-14). The wording
of the ballot question, by focusing on the policies of the administration, may have overemphasized
support for popular Morales policies like the nationalization of the hydrocarbons industry (see
NotiSur, 2007-05-18).
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By asking whether voters favored the "continuity of the process of change" led by Morales and
Garcia, it may have been less representative of the voters' approval of Morales as a political figure
or personality. Such an argument would be difficult to quantify objectively, although it is possible
to compare wording of the questions on the president and on the prefects and note that the prefects
are worded a little less positively.
Rejection or affirmation of autonomy movement?
Convening the recall referendum was Morales' response to the failure of a draft Constitution
reaching voters (see NotiSur, 2008-05-16) and a series of "pro-autonomy" referendums held in
opposition-friendly departments (see NotiSur, 2008-07-04). Neither the CNE nor the Morales
administration recognized the pro-autonomy referendums as legitimate. The departments seek
to concentrate power and funding in regional governors rather than in the central government,
focusing particularly on funds derived from the country's vast natural-gas reserves and expanding
agricultural industries.
One of Morales's fiercest opponents, Santa Cruz Gov. Ruben Costas, celebrated his referendum
victory in front of supporters who chanted, "Autonomy, autonomy." Costas told the crowd, "This
referendum has defeated the remains of centralism, has squashed the manipulation of the enemies
of true change." Costas, of the soy-growing and gas-producing lowland center of resistance to
Morales, is among the president's most powerful opponents. He said his province will now create its
own police force and call elections for a provincial legislature.
BBC correspondent Daniel Schweimler noted that Bolivia has become increasingly divided between
rich and poor, east and west, and on the president's plans to radically reorganize the way the
country is run. Morales wants to give poor and indigenous communities and women a greater voice,
and he wants to redistribute land in what is South America's poorest country. Land redistribution
efforts have generally been stalled by the autonomist referendums. Many in the gas-rich east of
the country oppose the president's proposals and resent the central government cutting their share
of gas revenues. Morales has criticized what he calls privileged groups who talk of separation and
oppose change.
Anti-autonomists also point to the whiter ethnic composition of the leadership of the autonomy
movement, claiming that the movement does not want to share power and resources with the
country's indigenous majority. The dispute sometimes breaks out in violence, and protests increased
in the run-up to the referendum.
Media outlets described the Bolivian political climate as tense before the vote, with reports of
confrontations and scuffles in various regions. In a rally prior to the vote, Morales attacked the
autonomists, saying, "Some groups leading the prefects and under their command have taken over
airports (see NotiSur, 2007-11-16), are trying to take over electoral courts, and are not letting some
ministers travel. It is a civilian dictatorship, and there will be no civilian dictatorships."
The week before the vote, Morales had to cancel two planned trips when angry protesters blocked
regional airports. The presidents of Argentina and Venezuela, Cristina Fernandez and Hugo
Chavez, also cancelled trips to Bolivia in the week before the referendum.
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Analyses suggest divisions will worsen
Several Bolivian and international press outlets said that the outcome would likely harden the
political divisions, with the governors most opposed to the central government reaffirmed just
as powerfully as Morales and Garcia. The governors of the "Media Luna" (half-moon), as the
heartland of the pro-autonomy movement is known, won strong support in their departments. The
departments of Tarija, Beni, Pando, and Santa Cruz are known as the Media Luna because of the
crescent shape they form. One might also include Chuquisaca in that formation, both politically and
geographically.
Opposition prefects like Costas and his allies can now point to a CNE-recognized ballot overseen
by international observers affirming their policies, a contrast with their self-organized autonomy
referendums of recent months, which were mostly symbolic and lacked electoral legitimacy. This
may contribute heavily to the continued polarization of Bolivian politics. Morales did surprisingly
well, however, in the Media Luna departments. In Pando, he was endorsed by 53% of voters, while
he won 40% approval or better in the others.
And the opposition lost some ground with the successful recalls against Reyes Villa and Paredes in
Cochabamba and La Paz. In Cochabamba 71% of the voters approved of Morales and in La Paz 83%
approved, which could bode well for Morales' allies trying to win those gubernatorial seats. The win
for Morales may not be quite as strong as was Venezuelan President Chavez's big win in a recall
referendum in 2004 (see NotiSur, 2004-08-20).
In Morales' case, the regional leaders who form the highest-profile national opposition to him are
also enjoying the voting public's approval. Contrast that with Chavez's case, where the president
was the sole political beneficiary of the process and his traditional opposition fell into serious
disarray when they lost the recall vote.
With Morales' opposition, several prominent regional and national opposition figures and groups
are arrayed against the MAS and the central government. They have managed to slow down many
government initiatives, most visibly the referendum on a draft Constitution, as well as the process
of writing that document. The governors are able to rally significant popular and business support
in their regions, while minority opposition lawmakers in La Paz can sometimes put the brakes on
MAS-backed legislative packages in the Congress. Morales said Aug. 11 that he is ready to sit down
and talk with his rivals once all results are in from the recall vote. But he also cautioned that he
represents "the entire Bolivian family" and will not bow to narrow selfish interests.
The chief of the OAS observer mission expressed concern about Bolivia's widening divisions
and interpreted the ballot results as a call for dialogue. "The people are asking with this outcome
that their leaders find a way to reach an accord," said Eduardo Stein, a former Guatemalan vice
president.
In speeches before the referendum, Morales expressed the hope that a win for his administration
would allow the proposed Constitution to go to the voters for approval. In winning office in
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December 2005, Morales received 53.7% of the vote at the time the best electoral showing for a
Bolivian leader.
The Aug. 10 vote, giving him a more than two-thirds approval, is likely to provide some stability
for his presidency, which will be welcome news to MAS supporters. Bolivian presidents of recent
history have frequently failed to finish out their elected terms as instability and protest movements
forced them to step down. The months before the referendum saw the return of protests and
blockades to La Paz, which had generally been absent during Morales' first two years in office.
-- End --
